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MUST  ORGANIZED  RELIGION  BE  DEAD? 


Western  Man  in  the  seventies  has  an  aversion  to 
organization.   But  Western  Man  in  the  seventies  is 
aware  that  what  ails  his  society  will  not  be  overcome 
without  organized  effort.   The  tension  between  this 
aversion  and  this  awareness  gives  most  of  us  fits! 
Who  of  us  has  not  had  the  urge  to  sever  connections 
with  every  organization?   No  more  meetings.  No  more 
minutes.   No  more  having  to  work  with  less  gifted 
people .   No  more  worrying  about  dues  or  by-laws. 

But  who  of  us  has  not  also  recognized  that  in 
our  kind  of  world  no  commitment  or  passion  of  the 
human  spirit  can  long  exist  unorganized? 

We  fight  organization  at  every  turn  and  at  the 
same  time  concede  its  inevitability.   We  like  "Mom 
and  Pop"  grocery   stores,  but  the  large  supermarket 
gives  us  wider  choice  and  lower  costs.   We  applaud 
the  General  Practitioner  in  medicine.   But  in  times 
of  sickness  we  are  glad  to  know  that  hospitals  exist 
with  their  concentration  of  specialists  and  costly 
medical  equipment.   We  extol  the  virtues  of  private 
charity.   But  in  seasons  of  financial  stress  we  turn 
to  the  Salvation  Army  or  the  Welfare  Department.  We 
warm  to  the  fiery  eloquence  of  a  soap  box  orator  in 
Union  Square  or  London's  Hyde  Park.   But  we  know  that 
unless  our  politics  takes  shape  around  a  Party  it 
doesn't  stand  a  chance.   But  my  subject  today  is  not 
the  organization  of  business,  or  medicine,  or  wel- 
fare, or  politics.   My  subject  is  the  organization 
of  religion. 


Even  in  religion  a  tension  exists  within  us  be- 
tween resenting  organization  and  needing  it.  But  when 
it  comes  to  faith  in  God  an  additional  negative  fac- 
tor is  present;  the  notion,  the  instinct  —  that  or- 
ganization is  inimical  to  the  essence  of  religion. 


The  disappearance  of  the  small  farm  may  bother  us  for 
personal  or  economic  reasons.   But  whether  a  farm  is 
singly  or  corporately  owned  doesn't  really  change  the 
basic  product.   Soil  is  still  soil.   Crops  are  still 
crops.   The  harvest  is  still  the  harvest. 

But-so  the  argument  runs-when  an  organization 
attempts  to  institutionalize  man's  commerce  with  God, 
the  very  essence  of  religion  is  altered  for  the  worst. 
This,  one  fears,  is  a  widespread  view,  even  among  those 
who  would  wish  to  be  known  as  Christians.   After  all, 
Jesus  seemed  unattached.   And  those  who  experienced 
Christ  in  the  gospels  did  not  go  out  immediately  to 
join  an  organization  --  Nicodemus,  Bartimaeus, 
Zacchaeus ,  Mary  Magdalene,  to  name  some.   The  con- 
clusion would  seem  to  be  that  religious  experience  at 
its  best  should  be  altogether  personal  and  unstruc- 
tured.  In  this  view,  an  installation  of  officers  in 
a  church  has  very  little  to  do  with  faith. 


As  one  who  struggles  often  with  anti-institu- 
tional feelings,  honesty  demands  that  I  invite  you  to 
see  with  me  that  within  the  purview  of  the  Scriptures 
organization  is  not  antithetical  to  faith.  Order  and 
ardor  need  not  be  polarized.  Drawing  up  a  budget  can 
be  just  as  sacred  a  duty  as  readying  the  elements  for 
Holy  Communion! 

Much  of  the  Bible  deals  explicitly  or  implicitly 
with  organization.   Look  at  Moses.   The  same  man  who 
encountered  God  in  that  flaming  bush,  and  was  stirred 
to  the  inmost  depths  of  his  being  at  the  sight,  is 
the  man  who  divided  Israel  into  twelve  tribes.  Had  he 
not  done  so  the  Exodus  would  have  looked  like  a  mob 
scene  at  Grand  Central  during  rush-hour. 

Moses  wasn't  long  in  the  wilderness  trying  to  be 
a  one  man  administrator,  judge  and  priest  before  this 
man  of  passionate  religious  experience  realized  that 
something  had  to  be  done.   (And  if  you  ever  doubted 
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that  Moses  was  meek  notice  how  he  took  advice  readily 
from  -  of  all  people  -  his  father- in-law .' )   "When  Moses' 
father-in-law  saw  all  that  he  did  to  the  people,  he 
said,  What  is  this  thing  that  thou  doest  to  the  people? 
Why  sittest  thou  thyself  alone,  and  all  the  people 
stand  by  thee  from  morning  until  evening?"  (Ex  18:14) 
"So  Moses  harkened  to  the  voice  of  his  father-in-law, 
and  he  chose  able  men  out  of  all  Israel,  and  made  them 
heads  over  the  people,  rulers  of  thousands,  rulers  of 
hundreds,  rulers  of  fifties,  and  rulers  of  tens."  (Ex 
18: 24-25)   What  this  means,  simply  put,  is  that  Moses 
got  himself  organized.' 

Jesus,  as  a  deliberate  strategem,  chose  twelve 
disciples  and  sent  them  out.   Subsequently,  as  Luke 
tells  us,  "...  the  Lord  appointed  other  seventy  also, 
and  sent  them  two  and  two  before  his  face  into  every 
city  and  place,  whither  he  himself  would  come."  (Luke 
10:1) 

The  first  item  on  the  docket  of  the  infant  church 
was  an  administrative  item;  to  secure  a  successor  to 
Judas  Iscariot.   When  a  dispute  arose  early  in  the 
church's  life  concerning  the  amount  of  help  that  Jew- 
ish and  Gentile  widows  were  receiving  from  a  common 
fund,  deacons  were  appointed  to  manage  this  benevo- 
lence. 

Jesus  said,  "I  will  build  my  church."  (Mat  16:18) 
The  earliest  followers  of  Jesus,  following  the  resur- 
rection, understood  it  to  be  His  will  that  they  should 
set  up  churches  wherever  believers  were  gathered.   I 
do  not  doubt  that  Nicodemus,  and  Bartimaeus,  and 
Zacchaeus ,  and  Mary  of  Magdala  found  their  way  even- 
tually into  one  of  those  infant  congregations. 

While  it  is  true  that  no  one  form  of  church  gov- 
ernment can  claim  to  be  uniquely  faithful  to  the  New 
Testament  it  is  markedly  clear  that  the  Letters  of  the 
New  Testament  give  instruction  on  the  governance  of 
the  people  of  God.   The  Scriptures  are  not  afraid  of 
organization.   They  do  not  so  spiritualize  faith  as  to 
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avoid  the  necessity  for  structures.   Unorganized  Chris- 
tians  are  no  match  for  highly  organized  and  deeply  en- 
trenched evil. 


This  is  not  to  say  that  there  are  no  dangers  in- 
herent in  the  organization  of  the  faith.   Our  officers, 
(and  how  grateful  we  are  for  their  willingness  to 
serve)  run  the  risk  of  becoming  so  engrossed  in  manag- 
ing the  business  of  the  church  as  to  let  their  devo- 
tion to  Jesus  Christ  slide.   Just  as  human  relation- 
ships can  be  dimmed. by  neglect,  so  our  relationship 
to  Him  who  is  the  Lord  of  the  church  can  be  dimmed  by 
a  failure  in  personal  prayer,  a  failure  to  keep  one's 
self  open  to  the  words  of  Scripture,  a  failure  to 
pursue  the  path  of  self-examination.   Administration 
is  a  gift  of  the  Spirit  and  it  can  only  be  exercised 
effectively  by  those  who  are  in  touch  with  the  Spirit. 

Our  officers  run  the  risk  of  making  the  church  an 
end  in  itself  rather  than  a  means  to  an  end.   It  is  so 
easy  to  burrow  deeply  into  the  church's  administrative 
problems  and  forget  that  we  are  here  only  and  always 
and  exclusively  for  the  sake  of  the  world  I    The  church 
is  not  a  dead-end  street  but  a  "thru-street"  by  which 
the  people  of  God  and  the  word  of  God  can  make  their 
way  into  the  world  for  which  Christ  died.   The  offi- 
cial family  must  take  care  not  to  forget  the  unseen 
constituency  out  there  for  which  we  exist. 

Those  of  us  who  belong  to  the  official  side  of 
the  church's  life  tend  frequently  to  be  paralyzed  by 
the  dead  hand  of  precedent.   Familiar  grooves  become 
sacred.   We  easily  become  fearful  of  the  Spirit's  inno- 
vations.  We  often  become  immobile,  insensitive  and 
irrelevant . 

And  you,  the  members  of  this  congregation,  as  you 
witness  an  installation  of  officers  conducted  within 
a  professionally  led  service  of  worship  run  the  danger 
of  assuming  that  elected  officers  and  ordained  ministers 
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will  discharge  your  mission  for  you.   Actually,  the 
ministry  of  this  church  is  really  your  ministry.  Our 
task  in  the  official  family  is  to  equip  you  for  that 
ministry  by  offering  you  companionship,  instruction 
and  inspiration. 

The  primary  focus  of  the  mission  of  the  church 
is  not  the  building  where  your  officers  meet  and  the 
staff  works.   The  primary  focus  is  out  there  where 
you  live,  where  you  have  your  social  life,  where  you 
gather  with  friends  and  family,  where  you  work. 

When  we  set  apart  one  building  and  call  it  holy 
we  have  a  way  of  inferring  that  everything  else  is 
something  less  than  holy.   We  assume  that  if  God 
keeps  any  hours  at  all  they  must  surely  be  the  hour 
each  week  between  eleven  and  twelve  on  Sunday  morning 
when  He  is  always  "in."  This  is  to  forget  that  all 
time  is  His,  and  that  His  Spirit  inhabits  all  places. 

A  youngster  one  day  came  home  from  church  school 
disturbed.   When  his  parents  asked  what  was  wrong  he 
replied,  "They  told  me  down  there  that  Jesus  wants  me 
for  a  sunbeam,  but  I  want  to  be  a  bus  driver."  Thank 
God  for  Christian  bus  drivers.   Let's  have  some  more 
Christian  head-waiters,  some  more  Christian  parking 
lot  attendants.   Let's  be  able  to  enter  the  halls  of 
government,  walk  the  corridors  of  our  hospitals,  shop 
our  various  stores  with  greater  expectations  of  a 
Christian  presence  because  God's  people  are  on  mission 
there . 

When  we  ordain  or  install  certain  people  for  the 
work  of  the  church  members  are  tempted  to  feel  that  if 
they  toss  enough  into  the  plate  from  time  to  time  and 
scale  an  odd  prayer  to  heaven  every  now  and  then,  these 
others  will  do  their  witnessing  for  them.   Through 
such  a  turnover  many  withdraw  from  responsibility  them- 
selves and  hope  thus  to  avoid  the  pain  that  goes  with 
involvement . 
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Must  organized  religion  be  dead?   Not  if  it  keeps 
in  touch  with  God  and  His  world!   Faith  rightly  or- 
ganized is  faith  geared  for  service  in  the  world.  Fre- 
quently I  get  phone  calls  from  strangers  that  start 
out  something  like  this:   "I  don't  believe  in  organ- 
ized religion  but  I'd  like  you  to  help  me."   Appar- 
ently even  the  outsider  senses  that  compassion  must 
have  an  address  and  a  phone  number! 

Some  years  ago  our  family  suffered  the  loss  of  a 
dog  that  had  been  part  of  our  life  for  some  fifteen  or 
sixteen  years.   On  a  cold  night  in  the  dead  of  winter 
Inky  just  disappeared.   We  pushed  the  panic  button.  We 
walked  up  and  down  the  streets.   We  got  the  car  and 
went  out  in  ever-widening  circles,  calling  the  dog's 
name.   We  bothered  neighbors,  asking  whether  they  had 
seen  our  dog.   Our  imaginations  began  to  work  on  the 
kind  of  death  our  dog  would  die  in  heavy  traffic  on  a 
frigid  evening. 

We  were  glad  in  that  little  family  crisis  that 
there  were  people  in  Ann  Arbor,  Michigan  who  loved  dogs, 
But  we  were  gladder  still  that  Washtenaw  County  had  a 
Humane  Society  through  which  we  got  our  little  dog 
back! 

The  romantic  sight  of  that  Coke  commercial,  show- 
ing youngsters  from  many  nations  singing  in  perfect 
harmony  on  a  wind-swept  hill  in  Italy,  is  not  an  ulti- 
mate answer.   It  may  be  a  beginning.   For  the  evils 
that  we  are  up  against  are  well  organized  and  deeply 
entrenched.   Unless  we  are  willing  to  organize  our- 
selves to  meet  those  evils  they  will  stay  with  us  and 
prevail. 
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Closing  Prayer 


0  Thou  who  hast  sunk  a  shaft  of  love 
into  the  very  heart  of  life 
in  Thy  Son  Jesus  Christ, 
Help  us  in  the  power  of  that  love  to 
lose  ourselves  for  the  world's 
sake  and  Thy  glory. 
Make  us  willing  to  do  together 

what  we  could  never ,  or  at  best 

inadequately,  do  alone. 
In  Jesus'  Name  we  pray. 

Amen 
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